Adipose tissue as an endocrine organ? A review of some recent data.
Recent clinical and experimental data have radically modified the concept of adipose tissue as one solely devoted to energy storage and release. Adipose tissue is a target organ for glucocorticoids. Several studies of the function of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis in obese subjects have failed to reach conclusive results. An innovative finding is that adipose tissue produces cortisol from its inactive precursor, cortisone. Identification of leptin, a hormone synthesised by adipose tissue, has ushered in the modern view that it is a true endocrine organ. Leptin is produced by subcutaneous and to a lesser extent by visceral adipose tissue. It has a central role in body weight and especially fat stores regulation, but is also involved in several complex functions, including the physiological processes associated with puberty. Angiotensinogen (AGT), another hormone synthesised in abundance by adipose tissue, is produced in larger amounts by visceral than subcutaneous fat. In addition, in man and animals adipose tissue appears to possess the whole renin-angiotensin system (RAS), suggesting that angiotensin II, the final effector of the system, is locally produced. The function of adipose RAS is not well known; besides participating, together with other hormones and substances, in adipocyte differentiation and fat tissue growth, it could be involved in the pathogenesis of the complications of obesity. All these findings have opened interesting prospects and are expected to yield further stimulating insights into the physiopathology of the adipose organ.